The main objective of this research was to investigate Iranian attitudes toward the impact of foreign tourism on the economic, social/cultural, environmental, and the country's religion. The results of the survey questionnaire to 836 Iranians in major tourism cities revealed that, in general, Iranians view foreign tourism as having a positive influence economically, social/culturally, and environmentally. On the impact of foreign tourism on the country's religion, residents were mostly neutral, indicating ambivalence whether the impact would be positive or negative. Implications of the findings for the country's economic development strategies are discussed.
Introduction
According to data from the World Travel and Tourism Council, the direct contribution of tourism to world GDP and employment in 2012 was US$ 2.1 trillion and 101 million jobs (WTTC, 2013). Including both direct and indirect impacts, tourism's total contribution to world GDP in 2012 was estimated to be US$ 6.6 trillion and employment of 260 million people. These benefits, however, have not been equally shared by regions and countries. While Europe hosts more than 50% of the global tourism arrivals and 45% of tourism receipts, the Middle East and North Africa regions, on the other hand, each host about 5% of the global tourism arrivals and 4% of tourism receipts (UNWTO, 2012). Similar performance differences exist among countries within the region. For example despite the wealth of tourism attractions in Iran, tourism industry performance has been extremely weak compared to nearby countries such as UAE (Figures 1 and 2 ). Iran's global share of international tourism receipts and arrivals was a mere two tenths of one percent (0.2%) in 2008 (UNWTO, 2011). There are, indeed, many factors such as the political situation or inadequate infrastructure that impacts tourism performance within a country (Ritchie & Crouch, 2003) . But, one factor that has received special attention in the tourism literature is the attitudes of local residents toward foreign tourists (Bahaee & Saremi, 2013; Nunkoo & Ramkissoon, 2011) . Despite the extensive studies on people's attitudes toward international tourism, there is a dearth of research in the context of the Middle East, especially Iran. Only a handful of studies have looked at Iranian attitudes toward tourism, but these studies are all small in scale as they were conducted in a particular city or at one tourism destination. In light of the paucity of research within the Iranian context, the present study explores Iranians' attitudes toward tourism in multiple locations in the country. Iran provides an interesting case for such research because on one hand, the country has a wealth of historical, cultural, and natural tourism resources, and on the other, it may appear to be a
Iran and International Tourism
Iran is an ancient country that has diverse cultures and a rich heritage, representing a recorded human history that goes back 10,000 years (O'Gorman, McLellan, & Baum, 2007). Iran's location at the intersection of major Asian, Middle Eastern and European countries and trade routes has shaped its diverse cultures and history. Iran's tourism assets belong to different periods of Persian In addition to its rich historical and cultural assets, Iran is endowed with magnificent physical, natural, and ecological diversity ( Figure 3 ). The three mountain ranges in Iran, the volcanic, fertile Sabalan range in the northwest, the Jurassic-era Zagros in the west, and the Alborz range in the north (including the highest mountain in Iran at 18,600ft), the two great deserts, Dashte Lut and Dashte Kavir, plus rivers, lakes, caves, and forests shape the natural environment of Iran's tourism industry. Diversity of the natural environment and climatic seasons in Iran affords tourists the ability to enjoy winter sports and water sports in the same months. As O'Gorman et al. (2007) observed, Iran's natural characteristics along with its archaeology, cultural heritage, and traditions are an ideal and important tourism destination for foreign tourists. In recent years, because of international economic sanctions and their impacts on Iran's oil and gas industry, Iranian government officials have begun to recognize the importance of the tourism sector segment for economic development. As such, with more emphasis on this industry, there has been a slight growth in both the number of tourist arrivals as well as international tourism receipts. But, Iran has a long way to go before realizing the full potential of this industry. Since the local people's attitudes toward foreign tourists is among the most important factors that would either hinder or enhance tourism, it is critical as the first step to understand whether or not Iranians are hostile or welcoming towards foreign tourists. This study builds on a limited research in this area and provides a more comprehensive survey of Iranian attitudes toward foreign tourism to date. For the remainder of this paper, we first provide a brief review of literature on attitudes toward tourism impacts in general and then for the Iran's context in particular. Then, we discuss our research methodology, provide a discussion of findings, and conclude with implications of the study.
Attitudes toward International Tourism
Local residents' attitudes toward tourism have been shown to have a direct relationship with tourism development (Mason, . That is, positive attitudes of local populations toward tourism appear to lead to more opportunities for successful tourism development in those communities. Conversely, negative attitudes seem to hinder tourism growth. The attitudes of local residents toward tourism are shaped, in part, by the economic, social/cultural, and environmental impacts that tourism would have on destination communities. The following is a brief overview of the existing literature in these areas.
Economic, Social/Cultural, and Environmental Impacts of Tourism
Among the three areas of tourism impacts, the economic consequences of tourism on local communities have received the most attention in the literature (Mason, 2004) . Most studies in this area have reported positive residents' attitude towards tourism. People believe that tourism contributes to the economic development of the community by creating employment (Ashe, ) reported that tourism benefits the community to "learn about, share, and preserve their culture" (p. 314). Sharpley (1994) reported that tourism increases social interactions and contributes to the preservation of historic and religious buildings. Akis, Peristianis, and Warner (1996) also showed positive attitudes toward social/cultural impact of tourism because tourism would increase interactions between the locals and the tourists and improves the local services and facilities. Other studies have shown that tourism promotes local arts (McKean, 1978) , increases pride and cultural identity (Esman, 1984) , and improves the quality of life and the image of the community (Settina & Richmond, 1978 ; Clements, ~ 6 ~ Schultz, & Lime, 1993; Weikert & Kertstetter, 1996) . But there are also studies that have reported a negative view of local residents on the social/cultural impact of tourism. For example, as reported by Kousis (1989) , tourism has negative impacts on family and social values. It has also been reported that tourism contributes to the commercialization of local culture and arts (Burns & Holden, 1995; Cohen, 1988) , lowers their quality (Boynton, 1986) (Tosun, 2002) .
With respect to the environmental impact of tourism, both positive and negative attitudes have been reported. For example, it's been shown that tourism developments such as golf courses, ski resorts, and marinas have destroyed forests, fish sanctuaries, and marshlands (Hillery, Nancarrow, Griffin, & Syme, 2001). Often such developments degrade the very site which attracted the tourists in the first place. Such concern over the negative environmental impacts of tourism has been reinforced by the growing voice of the environmental movement in recent years (Lowe & Rudig, 1986) . As a result, the sustainability of the natural and physical environment, and in a more significant and broader sense, balancing the economic, social/cultural, and environmental impacts of tourism on destination communities has emerged as a desirable goal of many tourism development plans. Interestingly, however, research shows that the positive economic impact of tourism on residents' attitudes trumps environmental concerns ( 
Attitudes of Iranians toward International Tourism
The research on Iranians' attitudes towards tourism impacts is very limited and scant. The few studies that have investigated Iranian attitudes toward tourism are all small in scale and scope and have focused on a particular city or an attraction site within a city (Aref, . Nevertheless, the findings of this limited research point to an overall positive attitude of Iranians in those local communities toward tourism. Aref's (2010) study of residents' attitudes in the city of Shiraz revealed that Iranians generally have a positive attitude toward the economic, social/cultural and environmental impacts of tourism on their local community. For instance, the key factors that participants in the survey identified for the positive economic impact of tourism included "benefits to local people and small business", "employment opportunity", and "increase the standard of living." (p. 258) With regard to social/cultural and environmental impacts of tourism, respondents believed that tourism "encourages a variety of cultural activities", provides "opportunity to put their culture on display", and that international tourism "provided incentive for the restoration of" destination sites (p. 258). Similar results were reported by Mohammadi et al. (2010) in their research in the city of Kermanshah, a popular heritage attraction region in western Iran. From the economic view, respondents showed positive attitudes toward tourism for reasons such as it "leads to more investment and spending" and "job opportunities" (p. 223), while it may also lead to increase in prices. The authors also reported that the residents' favorable attitude toward global tourism was mostly due to its positive social impact on the community. In particular, residents were eager to meet tourists and had pride to show their ancient heritage (Mohammadi et al., 2010) . . Despite the results of these limited, but encouraging studies that show an overall positive attitude toward tourism in Iran, there is a need for more comprehensive research in this area (Bahaee & Saremi, 2013 ). The present study has taken on this challenge and conducted research in multiple geographical locations and tourism attraction sites to discern Iranians' attitudes toward economic, social/cultural, environmental, and religious impacts of tourism.
Methodology
We conducted a survey of 836 Iranians in four major tourism cities in Iran, including Tehran, Esfahan, Shiraz and Yazd. As social science research is extremely challenging within the Iranian context due to government restrictions and oversight, we collected our data from a convenience sample of adults present in bazaars, travel agencies, tourist zones, hotels, and places of business frequented by tourists. The sample was acquired through a snowball sampling technique directed by the first author of this study.
The survey instrument, adapted from Gursoy and colleagues, contained three sections: demographic data, opinion questions related to tourism and tourists; and a final open-ended question focusing on the costs and benefits of tourism (Gursoy & Rutherford, 2004; Gursoy et al., 2002) . Demographic data included respondent age, education, occupation, gender, etc. Respondents answered 22 closed-ended questions on the economic, social/cultural, environmental, and the religious impacts of tourism in addition to their attitudes toward tourists from different countries/regions. The wording of a sample question was "Tourism is likely to create more jobs for your community" or "Tourism is likely to change our traditional culture" with answers recorded on a 5-point Likert scale from 'very positive' to 'very negative'. Also, Respondents indicated their attitudes toward different tourist groups on a 5-point Likert scale from 'most preferred' to 'least preferred. ' Finally, an open ended question dealing with the costs and benefits of tourism was included. The survey was first developed in English and translated into Farsi by three Iranian expatriates following Brislin (1980) and minor translation issues were resolved. 
Results
In this section we report upon the descriptive statistics of the sample, present findings of the study, and provide a discussion of our results. The descriptive statistics of the sample respondents appears in Table 1 . Overall, the sample is generally middle-aged, well-educated, married, urban, professional, middle class, with some foreign exposure through international travel. Despite the convenience nature of the sample, we believe it is a relatively accurate representation of the Iranian context especially in the major tourism cities. The questionnaires were distributed in tourism sites, bazaars, travel terminals, educational institutions, religious sites and other places in different cities where ordinary people commute and represent a cross section of Iranian people. The results of our survey questions dealing with respondents' attitudes on the effect of tourism impacts on the country's economy; culture; natural resources; and religion are presented in Table 2 . With respect to the tourism's impact on the economy, an overwhelming majority (95.7%) of respondents indicated that tourism has a positive or very positive impact on the nation's economy. Respondents opined similarly with regard to tourism's impact on the natural environment and national culture. In each circumstance, more than seven in ten respondents believed that tourism had a positive or very positive impact. For both socio/cultural and environmental impacts of tourism, less than 10% of the respondents recorded negative or very negative impacts. Two ~ 10 ~ demographic variables differentiated the opinion for the natural environment: age and civil status. In particular, the 26 to 35 age group believed in a smaller positive impact of tourism on the natural environment (66.0% versus 73.9% overall) and were slightly more negative in their view of tourism's impact upon the natural environment (11.1% versus 9.3% overall). These differences notwithstanding illustrate a substantive positive view of tourism on the natural environment. This finding indicates that the youth and the educated class of society are more sensitive toward the environment perhaps because of their exposure through education or online media about the green movement and environmental issues (Bahaee, Perez-Batres, Pisani, Miller, & Saremi, 2014).
~ 8 ~
The role of one demographic variable on tourism's impact on culture was very interesting. Respondents who had visited (e.g., travelled) to more countries abroad held a more positive view of tourism's impact upon the local Persian culture (74.4% versus 64.4%). This result seems logical because people who have more experiences abroad and have seen how other countries successfully showcase their culture and how they have benefited from tourism, showed a more favorable attitude toward the tourism impact on their culture than those who lack such experiences.
The view of tourism's impact upon religion recorded the most significant differences. Men viewed tourism's impact upon the country's religion (i.e., Islam) in a more positive light and in a less negative view than women. Half of the respondents from Tehran saw a positive connection between tourism and religion whereas just about one-third of respondents (36.7%) from Esfahan believe the connection between tourism and religion was positive. These findings could be due to the fact that men are a more dominant player in Iranian society and as a result have more interactions and exposure to tourists and tourism activities, hence recognize its importance and expressed a more positive view. Furthermore, Tehran, the capital, is the most diverse, open and liberal city in Iran and, thus, respondents from that city showed a more positive impact of tourism on religion as compared to Esfahan which is, from a religious point of view, a more conservative and a homogeneous city. It should be noted, however, that while a smaller percentage of respondents (40%) believed tourism has 'positive' or 'very positive' impact on religion, only12% reported 'negative' or 'very negative' impact. Surprisingly, and perhaps understandably, close to a half of the respondents indicated a neutral opinion. This finding shows Iranian awareness of the importance of the tourism industry because of its positive economic, social/cultural and ~ 11 ~ environmental impacts and at the same time shows their ambivalence about its influence on the country's religion.
Other noteworthy findings of our research were in the areas of tourism impact on crime and traffic where the results did not support previous literature. In particular, the notion that tourism increases the crime rate (Brunt & Courtney, 1999; Gursoy et al., 2002; Pizam et al., 1982) was not supported. Similarly, local residents living close to tourism sites did not believe tourism caused inconveniences and traffic jams.
Discussion
The main objective of this research was to explore Iranian's attitudes and perceptions toward the impact of foreign tourism on the country's economy, society/culture, environment, and the country's religion. Two major conclusions can be made from the results. First, the findings strongly confirm that Iranians in general have a positive attitude toward the economic, cultural, and environmental impacts of tourism. Second, and more pertinent to the context of Iran, the findings show that people do not believe that tourism would have a negative impact on their religion. Indeed, the positive views were more pronounced for the economic, social/cultural and environmental impact of foreign tourism than its impact on the religion. For tourism's impact on religion, respondents were mostly neutral indicating, perhaps, their ambivalence and uncertainty about the nature of such an impact. It is important to note that despite this high level of uncertainty about tourism's impact on the country's religion, more than three times as many respondents believed that tourism would have positive/very positive impact on the religion as those who indicated negative/very negative impact. Even though Iran is officially an Islamic state, these findings point to the fact that many Iranians tend to be more open and tolerant than what is presented by foreign media and is perceived of them, particularly in the West.
These findings indicate that Iranians are generally open to foreign tourism because of its various benefits and yet are aware of some potential negative consequences such as those impacting the natural environment. The results also show that Iranians are proud and secure of their cultural identity noting that tourism will not diminish the culture and may actually strengthen it through increased interactions with others and showcasing it to the world.
The findings also present significant policy implications for the government with regard to a more sustainable economic development model. Currently, the Iranian government is relying on the oil/gas industry for a substantial portion of its foreign currency needs. Events in recent years have shown that this industry does not provide sufficient job opportunities for the growing population of young Iranians and it is a highly volatile industry, not to mention that the industry is not sustainable in the long run. Tourism on the other hand, is a sustainable industry with potential to create jobs in many communities across Iran. Iran is endowed with significant historical, cultural, and natural resources which makes it a world class tourism destination. This is an opportunity for the Iranian government to promote tourism, especially international tourism as the country seems to be ready for tourists but lags behind others in the region to fully capitalizing on the benefits of this industry. Such a shift in economic development strategy of the country, indeed, necessitates serious investment in the tourism industry from infrastructure development in transportation, communication, and accommodations to training of competent human resources throughout the tourism ecosystem.
Given the untapped potential of this industry in Iran, private investors, including foreign investors, should be willing and enthusiastic for partnering in this process. Furthermore, there should be a sustained effort to improve the image of Iran in the eyes of international community. Most tourists need to perceive a destination to be safe in order to visit, and investors prefer a safe ~ 12 ~ environment to invest. While these are serious challenges for policy makers in Iran, the election of the new reformist president in Iran in 2013 and his conciliatory tone toward the West is a step in the right direction.
Our study has a few limitations. For example, the sample, while we believe it represents a crosssection of the general population in major cities, did not include people from small communities and villages whom might have different views toward foreign tourists. It was also a convenience sample due to the political situation in Iran. Future research would need to cover a broader demographic group and representation from all across Iran. Furthermore, researchers should investigate the attitudes of foreign tourists who have visited Iran and learn about their experiences at every phase of the tourism industry value chain activities. Also, of particular interest should be the study of balance that the Iranian government needs to create between tourism demands and expectations on one hand, and the religious compliance and environmental sustainability on the other.
